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Introduction 

Representing over 40.000 European pilots, the European Cockpit Association 

invites the DOT to consider our observations and concerns about the application of 

Wizz Air Hungary, Ltd. (‘WIZZ’), to seek consultations with the European 

Commission and European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and in the meantime to 

defer action on the application. 

When considering the application for a permit by WIZZ, it is important to 

consider both social and safety aspects, as they directly pertain to provisions in the 
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bilateral EU-US Air Transport Agreement (‘ATA’), and in order to ensure that granting 

of a permit does not negatively affect labour standards and/or safety standards.  

The aim of this submission is to support and confirm the submission of the Air 

Line Pilots Association, International (ALPA).1 ECA does not intend to have the US 

authorities solve social and safety issues in Europe. The issues described in ALPA’s 

filling and below have already been conveyed to different European authorities by 

ECA, other European trade union organisations and stakeholders. It is ECA’s stance 

that the concerned European authorities must swiftly address this situation. 

ECA believes that the issues described by ALPA (anti-union record, poor labour 

standards and a questionable safety culture) have a negative impact both on the crews 

working for the airline concerned and for the rest of the European aircrew community, 

as it gives the airline an unfair competitive advantage based on lower labour standards 

and related cost structure, with dubious means of achieving these. This puts under 

pressure other operators to adopt similar practices which should have no place in 

today’s global aviation industry.  

The US authorities should assess, considering the information supplied by 

ALPA, whether the operations in the US of the requesting operator would negatively 

affect labour standards and/or safety standards in the US. 

ECA notes that, following article 10,2 of the EU/US ATA, should the US grant 

the permit to the airline, aircrew that would operate from a permanent base in the US 

 
1 Answer to the Air Line Pilots Association, International to Docket DOT-OST-2022-0008, 08/02/2022. 
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or on a temporary detachment to the US – in their function as airline operational staff – 

should comply with US laws and regulations related to entry, residence and 

employment in the US.2 

 

WIZZ’ deficient corporate safety culture 

The European Cockpit Association (ECA) is seriously concerned about what 

appears as a highly deficient corporate safety culture at WIZZ and its potential impact 

on flight safety. While this is a long-standing concern, based on feed-back from ECA’s 

national Member Associations (the pilot associations/unions from the European 

region), individual pilot testimonies, and an ECA survey done in 2015 among WIZZ 

pilots, this concern has further grown since the beginning of the Covid crisis. It finally 

culminated in ECA alerting both the European Commission (Directorate General 

MOVE) and the European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA). 

As early as in July 2020 – just a few months into the Covid crisis – ECA 

informed EASA and DG MOVE that WIZZ is using crews’ ‘absence history’ as part of 

the criteria for determining who will be among the 250-300 pilots to be made 

redundant. ECA also highlighted concerns raised by the crew union FPU Romania in 

 

2 Article 10.2: 2. The airlines of each Party shall be entitled, in accordance with the laws and 

regulations of the other Party relating to entry, residence, and employment, to bring in and 

maintain in the territory of the other Party managerial, sales, technical, operational, and other 

specialist staff who are required to support the provision of air transportation. 
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its ‘Aviation Safety Report’ to EASA (18/07/2020), detailing WIZZ redundancy criteria, 

i.e. crews with a record of having refused to work on Days Off, to extend maximum 

Flight Duty Periods (FDPs) under Commander’s Discretion, and/or who have taken 

sick leave or reported fatigued / filed fatigue reports. 

ECA reiterated these concerns in April 2021, when the information shared with 

EASA was confirmed and had become subject to public attention (see Reuters report, 

08/04/2021), after the leaking of an audio recording from a remote meeting that same 

month. At this meeting a senior WIZZ AIR manager is shown to ask WIZZ 

management/base captains to draw up lists for over 250 redundancies among its pilots. 

According to the recording, among the criteria to choose those ‘bad apples’ to be made 

redundant were ‘anyone that has caused you grief on a routine basis’, excessive 

sickness or declining to work on Days Off, as well as ‘anyone that is not Wizz culture’. 

The recording purportedly also talks about an opportunity to ‘clean up the airline’, ‘to 

make the next 10 years of your life managing, easy’, and to have a workforce ‘that’s 

easy to manage in the next future’.  ALPA discussed this recording in its submission, 

but we have included a link to what we believe to be the authentic recording itself at: 

https://vocaroo.com/19S1cjHvqd2R. 

The potential safety implications are obvious for anybody familiar with aviation 

safety management. Furthermore, EU/EASA safety rules are unambiguous about the 

fact that flight crew are not allowed to operate an aircraft in case of physical or mental 

conditions rendering them unfit to perform their safety duties, be it for reasons of e.g. 

sickness, medical treatments, or crew fatigue (incl. the obligation to refuse operating 
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under Commanders Discretion when one or more crew members risk suffering from 

fatigue if an FDP is extended). Both individual crew and operators are bound by these 

rules which are intended to protect passenger safety. 

However, using redundancy criteria as WIZZ reportedly did: 

• acts as a tacit encouragement for WIZZ pilots to break safety rules; 

• sends a detrimental signal into the operator’s pilot community that 

presenteeism at work – despite being sick, fatigued and/or otherwise unfit – 

is fitting into the ‘Wizz culture’ and is rewarded (not sick = not sacked), and 

that such behaviour is expected from its pilots; and 

• acts de facto as a punishment of all those WIZZ pilots who have previously 

acted in accordance with EASA safety rules. 

ECA considers that an airline that tolerates and promotes such an approach to 

the very people who are supposed to make the airline safe, demonstrates a significant 

deficiency in its corporate safety culture and raises questions about the airline’s ability 

to adequately manage its safety risks. Instead of mitigating safety hazards, such a 

culture – the ‘WIZZ culture’ – is actually creating such safety hazards. Furthermore, it 

is hard to imagine that such a culture can flourish within a company without support – 

or at least tacit endorsement – from the airline’s top management. The fact that the 

airline only (re)acted (with an internal investigation) after the audio recording made 

this public, reinforces this concern. 

Against this background, ECA had called upon EASA – in its role as 

‘Competent Authority’ for WIZZ (since Aug. 2020) – and DG MOVE to take swift and 
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appropriate action, including an in-depth investigation and robust oversight action. 

ECA recommended that this includes action towards WIZZ top management and CEO 

level, as well as towards and in conjunction with the Hungarian and Austrian national 

authorities with whom EASA coordinates its safety oversight. 

While ECA has been informed in general terms that EASA followed- up on the 

above, it is unclear however what type of action has been taken and if any progress has 

been made. At this stage, ECA has no evidence at its disposal confirming that adequate 

and effective action has indeed been taken. Nor is there evidence that meaningful and 

lasting change has occurred, leading to a positive, non-punitive safety culture where 

front-line operational staff feel at ease and encouraged to take independent safety 

decisions, to report fatigue, call in sick, refuse to fly on days off or refuse to extend 

flight duties under Commanders Discretion – and this without fear of negative 

repercussions. As long as there is no such evidence, ECA remains concerned that 

WIZZ safety culture continues to be deficient and a potential risk to flight safety. 

 Finally, ECA observes that EASA’s role as the ‘Competent Authority’ for WIZZ 

is still quite new (since Aug. 2020), as is the related cooperation and sharing of tasks 

with the Hungarian and the Austrian aviation authorities. Never before has the 

Agency acted as Competent Authority, meaning that experience and competence 

levels are still young and relatively untested – especially when confronted with safety 

culture related issues (as opposed to more straight-forward technical issues). It can 

also be assumed that EASA’s related inhouse resources are consequently still limited. 
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Furthermore, it is unclear to ECA, who is actually overseeing EASA. In the 

traditional European set-up it is the Agency that oversees the national aviation 

authorities and their oversight over the operators. However, with EASA acting now as 

Competent Authority directly for an operator (and in future possibly for other 

operators), it is unclear to ECA whether there is independent and systematic oversight 

exercised over EASA itself and by whom.  

To conclude on the safety aspects, ECA considers that – in order to allow the 

DOT and FAA to take a decision on the application – they should receive from DG 

MOVE and EASA concrete evidence about meaningful and adequate oversight action 

having taken place and being continued on an ongoing basis, as well as concrete 

evidence about meaningful and lasting change in WIZZ’s underlying corporate safety 

culture (and related safety management). ECA strongly recommends that such 

evidence is not only provided on paper but demonstrated and independently audited 

in practice. In the meantime, DOT and FAA should defer action on the application 

until these matters have been resolved and the related evidence has been received. 

 

WIZZ social practices 

As a preliminary to the contribution below, ECA indicates that, for the reasons 

explained below, neither our Association nor ECA Member Associations are 

recognized trade unions in WIZZ. Some WIZZ pilots are affiliated individually to ECA 

Member Associations. Therefore, the information that ECA can provide comes from 

the following sources: 
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- Information from individual pilot members of an ECA Member 

Association; 

- Spontaneous testimonies of pilots addressed to ECA or to ECA member 

associations 

- The survey targeting WIZZ Pilots carried out between November 24th 

and December 21st 2015, published in January 2016. The survey was distributed 

directly to 227 WIZZ pilots. 77 valid answers were received. Following this survey, 

ECA reached out to WIZZ’s CEO with the proposal to meet and support social 

dialogue within the airline (Exhibit A). 

- The ECA European Airlines Social Rating from 2021. 5751 pilots, from 

136 airlines took part in this open survey. The aim of the survey was to allow 

European pilots to rate their airline’s working conditions and contractual 

arrangements. All answers were anonymous. The methodology is described on the 

European Airlines Social Rating web page 

(https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/europeanpilots/viz/EuropeanAirlinesSocialRati

ng/DBOVERVIEW). There were 133 entries concerning the applicant company. 38 

pilots left comments in an open box.  

- Press and media articles 
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WIZZ’s extreme anti-union animus. 

ALPA’s references  to WIZZ’s anti-union policy are sufficiently documented in 

its answer document3.  The repression of the Romanian air crew members that started 

a union appears to be designed as an exemplificatory example for anyone within the 

airline that may be tempted to exercise their labour rights. 

As demonstrated in ALPA’s submission, the Airline, has not yet complied with 

the Judgement of the court to reinstate the workers unfairly dismissed. 

In the 2021 ECA European Airlines Social Rating survey a pilot wrote “The 

company is terrified of allowing unions into the company because of the good work 

they do for employee terms and conditions. A few years ago, they came to a financial 

settlement with a pilot trying to generate interest in getting BALPA recognised within 

the airline, and he then agreed to leave the airline and stay quiet.” 

 

Enforcing Fundamental rights. 

All EU national laws recognise the workers right to create unions and the 

freedom to join unions. The right to form and join trade unions is established in legal 

texts from the European Union (EU Charter of the Fundamental Social Rights of 

 
3 See footnotes 9 & 10 and Exhibits B to E from the ALPA’s answer to Docket DOT-OST-2022-0008 cited in not 1 
above. 
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Workers4) and the Council of Europe (see Article 11 of the European Convention of 

Human Rights5 and Article 6 of the European Social Charter6).  

Notwithstanding all those legal texts, the airline continues, in all impunity, to 

not reinstate the unfairly dismissed pilots in Romania, and is not investigated when 

declaring publicly that they will continue to violate the worker’s fundamental rights.  

The reason for this impunity and lack of prosecution is complex.  

Most national authorities would not intervene in the absence of a claim from an 

individual. In the context of pilot job shortage claims in Europe for the last 10 years 

combined with the company’s threats to dismiss workers and to close bases if unions 

are created, individuals are afraid to go to courts.  Furthermore, the length of 

procedures, the non-dissuasive nature of penalties and the incapacity for governments 

to enforce reinstatements discourage labour litigation.   

 
4 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, adopted on 9 December 1989 - Article 12.1, Freedom of 
assembly and of association: 
Everyone has the freedom of peaceful assembly and association at all levels, in particular in political, trade union 
and civic matters, which implies the right of everyone to form and join unions for the protection of his or her 
interests. 
5 Convention on Human Rights. Adopted in Rome, on 4 November 1950 – Article 11.1: 
Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and to freedom of association with others, including the 
right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests. 
6 European Social Charter, Council of Europe, Turin, 18.X.1961 - Article 6 – The right to bargain collectively  

With a view to ensuring the effective exercise of the right to bargain collectively, the Contracting Parties 
undertake:  

1. to promote joint consultation between workers and employers;  
2. to promote, where necessary and appropriate, machinery for voluntary negotiations between 

employers or employers' organisations and workers' organisations, with a view to the regulation of 
terms and conditions of employment by means of collective agreements;  

3. to promote the establishment and use of appropriate machinery for conciliation and voluntary 
arbitration for the settlement of labour disputes;  
and recognise:  

4. the right of workers and employers to collective action in cases of conflicts of interest, including the right 
to strike, subject to obligations that might arise out of collective agreements previously entered into.  
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Sometimes authorities may be somewhat accommodating with airlines as they 

are dependent on them to ensure the connectivity of their regions following the 

bankruptcy of the local carrier. Low-cost carriers are popular and losing a carrier in a 

regional airport may become a political issue. Some authorities fear that the airline use 

the same policy applied to unions: if I you upset me, I leave.  

In Norway, when the government defended collective bargaining rights, WIZZ 

displayed the “if you upset me, I leave” approach:  when the CAA Norway announced 

to WIZZ on 12th May 2021 that it would inspect  the “working environment of crew 

members in civil aviation at Norwegian bases” at Oslo on 16th June 2021, Wizz Air 

announced on 29th May 2021 that they would close the base as of 14th June 2021, two 

days before the planned inspection. (Exhibit B)  WIZZ said at the time it was closing its 

Oslo domestic operation because of “loss of reputation and market share” but made no 

mention of the coming inspection.  In our view, the CAA Norway inspection may have 

played a significant role in the airline’s decision to close the Oslo base. 

The EU is not competent to enforce fundamental rights on to individuals. It 

could, however, question the Member States’ non-enforcement of human and 

fundamental rights in their territories. Compliance with human rights should be a 

concern of the safety oversight authorities, in this case EASA. Article 89 of the EASA 

Basic Regulation requires the Agency to ensure that interdependencies between civil 

aviation safety and related socio-economic factors are taken into account to address 

socio-economic risks to aviation safety.  The non-enforcement of social legislation by 
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the authorities of one Member States constitutes an unfair advantage to companies if it 

results in lower organizational costs and could be seen as illegal state aid. 

If governments and trade unions are powerless in guaranteeing workers the 

respect for their fundamental rights, some protection may be coming from socially 

responsible business organization as reported by ALPA. A large Danish Pension Fund, 

Akademikerpension , decided on January 22 to withdraw their investments in this 

airline judging their company’s anti-union policy «contrary to the human and labour 

rights enshrined by the UN».7  

When questioned about labour relations and the recognition of unions within 

the airline, WIZZ explained to investors that it prefers to operate with so-called 

peoples council – an in-house set up which denies genuine representative rights as 

would third party unions and which Akademikerpension themselves expressed 

concerns about8. 

 

The Importance of Rented Crews in the airline 

WIZZ hires a significant number of contractors as “self-employed”. Confair is 

the Dutch agency providing most of these pilots. Whilst the contract establishes that 

pilots are not employees of the airline (see a de-identified copy of a Wizz Air/Confair 

pilot contract in Exhibit C), it is the airline that gives instructions, prepares the 

 
7See Exhibits  E from the ALPA’s answer to Docket DOT-OST-2022-0008 cited in not 1 above. 
 
8 https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/investors-challenge-budget-airline-wizz-air-over-labour-
rights-2021-12-15/ 
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schedules, decides working time, vacation, and off days. There is no difference 

between the work performed on a permanent contract or a self-employed contract, 

except - as indicated by the airlines’ operations’ chief9 – that they are extremely cheap 

and can be terminated quickly. ECA believes that proper inspections must take place 

to assess if the self-employed pilots are misclassified and/or if the airline and the 

intermediary circumvent in that way EU legislation that guarantees equal pay and 

conditions to temporary agency workers and directly employed workers. 

 

Information from the ECA Social Rating Survey 

In October 2021 ECA conducted a survey on the European pilots’ perception of 

the social conditions in their airlines. Pilots were asked to evaluate certain aspects 

social factors in the companies they work for. Questions related to the use of atypical 

employment, contractual arrangements, as well as on representative rights, work-life 

balance, and overall job satisfaction. 

The survey was advertised through the ECA website : 

(https://www.eurocockpit.be/news/take-survey-social-rating-european-airlines ), the 

ECA newsletter and social media. The invitation was also relayed by ECA Member 

Associations in their communication to their members and their social media. The 

questionnaire was composed of 25 questions. 5.751 pilots working in 136 different 

airlines participated in this survey. 

 
9 See footnotes 11 from the ALPA’s answer to Docket DOT-OST-2022-0008 cited in not 1 above. 
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The applicant airline’s scores 33/100 (highest score is 98 and lowest 8). 

According to this score the airline is ranked 113 out 138. The persons responding the 

questionnaire gave the lowest marks in the questions related to “employee-labour 

relation” (average 2). The airlines’ average mark for the employee satisfaction and 

work-life balance is 33. The average mark for contractual agreements is 44, with good 

results in the areas of training and diversity. The overall responses place the airline in 

the fourth category of airlines, which includes all companies with scores between 20 

and 39. 19 airlines fall into this category.  

Pilots had the opportunity to give more extensive/personal feedback in a 

comment box. 38 persons claiming to work for the airline used this possibility. 

Most comments (14) refer to lack of support from their airline during the crisis 

and the way the airline unilaterally changed the terms of both employee and rented 

crews and how they subsequently dismissed pilots following the “bad apples” criteria. 

For example, a pilot explains how the pilots that did not sign the addendum to their 

work contract were dismissed. 

Eleven comments refer to the existence of fear amongst crew. Nine refer to 

arbitrary decisions on issues such as rosters, days off, and changes in contracts. Four 

comments expand on the problematic of the anti-union policy of the airline. 

The explanations about the airline’s score can be found in the European 

Airlines’ Social rating page 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/europeanpilots/viz/EuropeanAirlinesSocialRati

ng/DBAIRLINE?Airline=Wizzair. 
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Industrial relations conditioned by  a “group code” 

Finally, when taking all the above elements together, a pattern appears of staff-

management relations at the airline being conditioned by what resembles to a ‘group 

code’, geared towards persuading the workforce to simply follow company 

instructions, without questioning them. This ‘code’ seems to be based on perceived 

fear from retaliation and group/peer pressure to not complain or object, but to ‘keep on 

going’ and accepting company requests e.g. to extend duties or to work on days off 

with its accompanied potential risk to flight safety. People that consider not following 

this ‘code’ would risk  being labelled as not being “pro-company” and or not fitting 

into the ‘WIZZ culture’.  

 

Conclusion 

The European Cockpit Association supports the European Airlines’ access to 

operate in the US under the terms of the EU/US agreement. We consider that any Party 

of the Agreement is entitled to carry out consultations if there are doubts about the 

other Party’s full compliance with the provisions in the Agreement, including that of 

ensuring high standards of safety and social protection. ECA considers that the 

concerns expressed by the Air Line Pilots Association, International, are legitimate and 

justified. We therefore support ALPA’s claims as expressed in their answer to the 

docket. 
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Exhibit A  
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Wizz Air Hungary Kft. 

Reg. No: 01-09-964332 

BUD International Airport, Building 221 H-1185, Budapest 

Hungary 
 

Mr. Dirk Polloczek 
President 
European Cockpit Association AISBL 
Rue du Commerce 20-22 
B-1000 Brussels 

 
 

21 March 2016 
 
 

Dear Mr. Polloczek 
 

Thank you for your recent email. 
 

It was interesting to meet you at the Amsterdam event in January. 
 

While I thank you for your offer to meet, Wizz Air does not need a third party to 
facilitate ongoing dialogue with our staff. We have always encouraged and 
received direct feedback from colleagues and, indeed, we have already made a 
number of changes in response to feedback given through existing channels and 
which, coincidentally, related to matters to which you have now referred. 

 
Wizz Air’s company culture is something for which we have worked hard and of 
which we are, justifiably, proud. Our preferred approach to maintaining and 
continuing to build on Wizz Air’s company culture, including our safety culture, is 
through direct engagement with all of our colleagues, including our pilots and that is 
something to which the company is very much committed going forwards. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
József Váradi 
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József Váradi 

Wizz Air CEO 

BUD International Airport, Building 221 H-

1185, Budapest 

 
Sent by email: jozsef.varadi@wizzair.com 

 

 

Brussels, 12 August 2015 
 
 
 

RE: Wizz Air Dialogue with its Pilots 

 
Dear Mr. Váradi, 

 

Reading your letter from the 21st of March we understand that you do not consider it necessary 

or appropriate to build a social dialogue with the pilots of Wizz Air at this moment. Of course, 

our perception on this is different. Social dialogue means more than employees simply 

providing feedback. From our perspective, it entails a structured two-way communication, 

which is open and broad, and is beneficial and vital for all sides. 
 

In aviation, a fair and balanced relation with key employees – your pilots – can be extremely 

helpful, especially in times of rapid growth. Experience has shown that companies that do 

grow over-proportionally, will most probably encounter difficulties in safety-management, 

training, employee selection and administration, and in the ability to retain pilots at the 

company for more than a few years. These difficulties could have negative effects on the 

product and brand of your airline. 
 

The way we as ECA understand our responsibilities is not only based on pilot representation 

in an industrial meaning. Crucially, it is also the technical work that we do at European level 

and from which our members – and ultimately their employers 

– draw a lot of benefits: For example our contribution to the “Just Culture Declaration” in 2015, 

our inputs to the EU Occurrence Reporting Regulation, as well as our inputs into numerous 

technical EASA advisory groups, to mention just a few! 

 
We are convinced that a possible cooperation between your airline and ECA can facilitate to 

build a strong, reliable and honest dialogue between you and your pilots. Such a dialogue will 

in the long term pay off for the company, just as it has done in many different airlines before. 

It can also help to make Wizz Air the preferred place to work for – and to stay with –, and to 

distinguish your company and brand from 

mailto:eca@eurocockpit.be
http://www.eurocockpit.be/
mailto:jozsef.varadi@wizzair.com
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some of your low fares competitors, which have actively opposed any meaningful social 

dialogue with their staff. 

 
In this respect, we do not intend to stand between you and your pilots, as you have indicated 

in your letter. We think that while ECA can facilitate dialogue, it is the pilots of any company 

that are the ones to decide on their representation and how this is optimized. However, what 

we learned from the survey among your pilots is not what you referred to in your letter. The 

pure fact of numerous pilots participating in our survey shows that pilots in Wizz Air do see the 

need to have certain issues addressed and changed. And this not only for improving their own 

working environment, but for the advantage and benefit of safety management and safety 

culture in your airline. Adequate fatigue management is just one issue in this context. 

 
Consequently, we would like to invite you once again to start building this dialogue with your 

pilots, based on an atmosphere of trust and facilitated by ECA. Any airline that wants to be 

successful in a sustainable manner, can only achieve that goal with its staff, not against it. 

 
Sincerely yours, 

 

Dirk Polloczek Philip von Schöppenthau 

ECA President Secretary General 
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